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Colombian President Andres Pastrana traveled to Puerto Ordaz, a mining town in central
Venezuela, to meet with Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez March 23-24 in an effort to ease
tensions between the two countries. The countries share a 2200-km border and have a history
of border incidents that have increased as the conflict in Colombia has intensified. In addition,
Pastrana's relations with Chavez have been complicated by the Venezuelan leader's outspoken
criticism of the US-designed and funded Plan Colombia.
Tempers flared recently when a Colombian accused of hijacking a plane was arrested, then released
in Venezuela. Jose Maria Ballestas is wanted in Colombia for hijacking an Avianca domestic flight in
April 1999 and holding its 42 passengers and five crew members hostage. Nineteen months passed
before all hostages were released, reportedly after large amounts of ransom were paid. Ballestas, a
suspected member of the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN), was arrested at a Caracas shopping
center by Interpol and Venezuelan police on Feb. 13.
But Interior Minister Luis Miquilena ordered him released two days later, just as Colombian police
were about to escort him out of the country. Miquilena said he ordered Ballestas freed because
he was about to be deported illegally. He also accused Colombian police of violating Venezuela's
sovereignty by arriving uninvited to deport Ballestas. Two days later, following an outcry in both
countries, authorities rearrested Ballestas to prevent him from leaving the country. Venezuela is
now processing Colombia's request for Ballestas' extradition, but says he may be tried and jailed
first in Venezuela on charges of forging identification documents.
Contradictory statements by various Venezuelan officials about the arrest, plus Venezuela's refusal
to acknowledge it until Colombia released an incriminating videotape, increased allegations that
Chavez's government secretly supports Colombia's rebels, a charge that Chavez denies. Manuel
Ramiro Velasquez, who heads the international relations committee in the lower house of the
Colombian Congress, said Chavez is a threat to Latin America democracy.
In an editorial, the Caracas daily El Universal said the Ballestas case "openly reveals what many
have suspected: Here, nobody tells the truth." Presidents discuss Plan Colombia Among the items
discussed by the two presidents in their meeting was Venezuela's handling of the Ballestas case.
Chavez told reporters the case is "taking its course" and "does not affect or endanger our relations."
Pastrana said they discussed Venezuela's contacts with the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias
de Colombia (FARC) and how those contacts could affect efforts to end the conflict. "We talked
about peace, how Venezuela is actively participating in the process with the FARC," said Pastrana.
Venezuela is playing a "very important" role, he said. Chavez has declared himself neutral in
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Colombia's conflict, but he opposes the lopsided military component of Plan Colombia. Venezuela is
concerned about Colombia's problems spilling over the border and leading to the rise of right-wing
paramilitaries blamed for major atrocities in Colombia.
Colombian coca growers have moved some crops to Venezuelan soil, Venezuela authorities say, and
hundreds of Colombian campesinos have fled paramilitary violence and crossed into northwestern
Venezuela. Members of the paramilitary Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) have reportedly
helped organize similar groups among ranchers in Venezuela. The Colombian newspaper El
Tiempo reported the AUC is training more than 100 Venezuelan ranchers in the western state of
Tachira. The ranchers say armed groups are necessary to defend their land, which the government is
not doing, from incursions by Colombian guerrillas.

"Nobody here can be organizing a private army or arming 20 men with rifles," Chavez said on
March 7, warning ranchers that the government would prosecute those creating militias. "Here,
the armed forces are our defense and nobody else." Chavez and Pastrana also talk about trade The
leaders' also discussed investment and plans to create a free trade zone with Mexico.
Pastrana suggested that Colombia and Venezuela bring common proposals for trade and
socioeconomic issues to international integration forums to improve the economic and social
situations of both countries. In a press conference in Ciudad Guyana, 720 km southeast of Caracas,
Pastrana said the countries must promote tariff preferences to create jobs, activate national and
regional trade, and solve problems such as drug trafficking.
Pastrana invited Chavez to participate as an observer at an April 18 meeting at the Cartagena de
Indias meeting of the Andean nations that benefit from the US Andean Trade Preferences Act. The
legislation provides US trade benefits for four countries judged to be cooperating with the US war
on drugs: Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, and Ecuador. The US Congress must decide whether to extend
the act, which expires in December. "We are going to attend the meeting because we also wish to
be included in this treaty...and obtain the customs benefits they enjoy in the United States," Chavez
said.
Pastrana said that meeting would be a good opportunity to unify proposals to bring to the April
20-21 Summit of the Americas in Quebec. He said what the region needs more than help in fighting
drug trafficking is policies that will create jobs in sectors such as textiles or manufacturing and
that will increase trade. Pastrana said that they must strengthen the integration agreements of the
Comunidad Andina de Naciones (CAN) Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela and the
Grupo de los Tres (G-3), which includes Colombia, Mexico, and Venezuela. "If we create jobs, we
create income for our people, we create well-being, and we directly combat drug trafficking," he
said.
Chavez said drugs are a worldwide problem and the fight against them must be a cooperative effort
among all nations. In that respect, he said, the military leaders from the two countries would meet
in the coming weeks to coordinate their efforts against "this scourge that is drugs." Chavez will also
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make a state visit to Colombia May 4-5, during which he will meet with academics, journalists, and
opposition politicians, and he will attend a meeting of Colombian and Venezuelan business leaders.

-- End --
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